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Abstract
This thesis aims to explore and evaluate the traumatic space of Denver in Toni Morrison's Beloved.
Currently, a lack of critical discourse exists to link together Denver, trauma, and theories of
spatiality. This thesis evaluates three types of trauma that inform and develop Denver's traumatic
space: direct, indirect, and insidious trauma. Paired with spatial theories, the origins of Denver's
trauma are mapped throughout the various places of the novel. The result of this analysis reveals
a complex and layered traumatic space, with lasting ramifications on Denver's sense of safety,
identity, and stability in a post-slavery United States.
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Introduction
From the opening line of Toni Morrison’s Beloved, the necessity to read the text through
a spatial lens is made apparent through the polyvalence of the house. The story of the house and
the people who dwell within it begins with “124 was spiteful” (Morrison 3). The house becomes
both setting and character, witness and participator, to the events that unfold in the lives of Sethe,
Denver, and Beloved. The various places that dot the landscape of Beloved demonstrate their
importance in understanding the characters of Morrison’s novel. The connection and importance
of character and place in Beloved can be woven together through theories of “traumatic space,”
environments created by the novel’s places and inhabited by the novel’s characters. The analysis
of this traumatic space can shed light onto the psychological impact Morrison’s characters have
faced as a result of the places they call home.
For the purposes of this thesis, ‘place’ will be defined as a physical structure or location,
something tangible that the characters can interact with. ‘Space’ is then defined as a sort of
‘environment’ within a place, the space in which characters live and fill with their own thoughts,
emotions, memories, and actions. “Traumatic space” will then be defined as the spaces where
traumatic experience and memory lives, a space that can be emotionally, spiritually, and
physically damaging to the characters who occupy such a space. The first chapter of this thesis
will discuss in greater depth the connection of place and traumatic space, and present the
theoretical framework for how traumatic space is created and operates within Beloved.
Beloved demands the necessity for analyzing traumatic space, as place and trauma are
two of the fundamental motifs that are woven throughout the text. Toni Morrison’s Beloved
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(1987) has received over three decades worth of critical inspection, with a scholarly discourse
that includes conversations on race, motherhood, trauma, feminist studies, memory, narrative
structure, and much more. One critical approach less frequently explored when reading Beloved
is that of spatiality. Since what theorist Robert Tally has called “the spatial turn in literary and
cultural studies” (3), more and more literary theorists have turned towards a new spatial
understanding when approaching texts. In particular, the intersection of place and trauma has
fallen under critical inspection in recent years, with some scholars restructuring trauma theory to
move from a solely temporal understanding to one that embodies the theories of place and
spatiality.
Michelle Balaev’s “Trends in Literary Trauma Theory” works to move through trends in
the conceptualization of trauma theory before discussing her own theories of place as a cultural
and sociological signifier for trauma. Balaev posits that “novels represent . . . disruption between
the self and others by carefully describing the place of trauma because the physical environment
offers the opportunity to examine both the personal and cultural histories imbedded in landscapes
that define the character’s identity” (150). She continues to discuss the importance of cultural
significance to a traumatic experience, citing Beloved and the institution of slavery to
demonstrate the intersection of personal and cultural identity. This example moves to support her
statement that “Place is not only a location of experience, but, significantly a facet of perception
that organizes memories, feelings, and meanings” (160). These ideas of both cultural and
personal significance as imbedded in a place offer the possibility to look at both the direct and
indirect traumas that inform the traumatic spaces that are created within these places.
Specifically, an emphasis can be placed on a primary component of contemporary literary trauma
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theory that suggests “identity is formed by the intergenerational transmission of trauma” (149),
which begins to form the connection between place, trauma, and history in the development and
production of traumatic space.
Working in a similar discourse as Balaev, critic Andrew Hock Soon Ng’s “Toni
Morrison’s Beloved: Space, Architecture, Trauma,” evaluates the importance of place and space
in Morrison’s novel, with a specific emphasis on the construction of 124 Bluestone Road. Ng
argues that “as much as space functions metaphorically in the narrative, it is also undeniable that
space, especially place, is also a literal, material, and geographical reality which carries social
and psychological significances” (231). An interesting element that Ng articulates with respect to
place is the spatiality of “rememory.” Ng makes the claim that 124 “accrues a haunted value only
when Sethe brings to it her other ‘fields,’” and these ‘fields’ are spaces created from Sethe’s
“rememory” (241). He goes on to state that “her experience of space is always reduced to that of
place, both past and present. A new place arrived at will signify according to how the individual
has experienced preceding places . . . as the individual brings residual memories (and feelings) of
her previous experience(s) of place(s) to the present one” (242). While Ng excels in regards to
his elaboration on the importance of Sethe’s connection to space and place, he does little to
connect Denver’s own traumatic experiences, both direct and indirect, to the spaces and places of
the novel. However, his implications of rememory developing ‘fields,’ or spaces, provides the
opportunity to evaluate the production of traumatic space and how it affects Denver, looking at
both the direct, indirect, and insidious traumas that stem from the various places of the text.
Critical scholarship on Denver and the forms of trauma she faces in Beloved has not yet
developed a comprehensive discourse, as critical attention tends to lean towards analyzing Sethe
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and Beloved as the traumatized characters of interest. Shu-li Chang in her article “Daughterly
Haunting and Historical Traumas: Toni Morrison’s Beloved and Jamaica Kincaid’s The
Autobiography of My Mother” discusses the impact of the past in developing psychological
trauma. While this article primarily focuses on the characters of Beloved and Sethe, Chang
writes that “in becoming hopelessly drawn to Beloved, Sethe, Denver, and Paul D become
possessed by the historical traumas she embodies so that they are compelled to relive the past”
(125), which moves to support the indirect trauma I argue Denver suffers from as a result of the
past. This connection of past and trauma has proven intrinsic to the critical discourse of Beloved,
with countless scholars looking at how the past influences and creates traumatic spaces in the
novel (Mareerswari, Spargo, Krumholz, Selfridge, Nidhin). However, little to no scholarship
exists to connect Denver’s own experiences with trauma to not only her past, but her family’s
past as well. While Sethe and her traumatic experiences in Sweet Home have garnered critical
inspection, a gap must be filled to look at how Denver suffers from the trauma of Sweet Home as
well.
The different types of traumas I argue that Denver faces has seen a critical revival in
recent years, with more scholars turning to trauma studies to begin to reconstruct how we
perceive and identify trauma and its effects. Laura S. Brown and Mary Ballou’s book Personality
and Psychopathology: Feminist Reappraisals contains a chapter titled “The Impact of Trauma”
that works to create a “more inclusive general theory of trauma” (230). Through a feminist lens,
Brown and Ballou shift the focus from men—who for decades were the leading scholars and
subjects of trauma studies—to women and their own experiences with trauma. In the chapter,
they discuss many forms of the trauma that can be found in Beloved, including indirect trauma—
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which is second-hand exposure to trauma—and insidious trauma, or trauma that is constantly
present in a person’s life, whether they are aware of it or not. Of particular interest is their
discussion of insidious trauma in minority children, which is just starting to gain critical
attention. Brown and Ballou write that “Insidious trauma incurred by minority groups usually
starts early in life before one grasps the full psychological meaning of the maliciousness of the
wounds” (240-41), which identifies that there can be lasting damage to the development of the
child psyche. These new theories of trauma, and the renewed interest in trauma studies that focus
on women, children, and minorities, provides a new critical discourse that can be applied to
Beloved and the character of Denver who has yet to receive enough critical attention.
Little scholarly attention has been given to a combined approach of trauma theory and
spatiality, two lenses through which we can begin to garner the importance environment plays in
psychological development. Narrowing this scholarly gap even further, little to no research exists
regarding the traumatic space Denver occupies in Beloved. Denver, the youngest of Sethe’s
children, presents a unique opportunity to look at the influence of place and space in multiple
facets. As a child born into traumatic space, Denver has lived a life constantly surrounded by the
traumas of the past and present. The places Denver lives in, and the places so closely tied to her
origin, create and inform the traumatic space that surrounds Denver like a fog.
This thesis will look at Denver’s traumatic space through places and experiences and
categorize them into three distinct trauma types that are informing her traumatic space– direct,
indirect, and insidious trauma. These traumas will be defined in chapter one of this thesis, but
each trauma will be tied to a particular place that informs Denver’s growing traumatic space. For
direct trauma, 124 Bluestone Road will be the focus for Denver’s traumatic space that is created
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as a result of direct experience in the house. The slave plantation of Sweet Home will be used to
analyze how an indirect form of trauma can contribute to Denver’s reproduction of traumatic
space, as the events of Sweet Home are intrinsic to Denver’s life. Insidious trauma, which
Lorraine B. Cates defines in her article “Insidious Emotional Trauma: The Body Remembers” as
“the phenomenological experience of a relentlessly insinuating form of malice” (38), will be
associated with the United States as a whole to look macroscopically at the traumas created as a
result of living within an oppressive society.
The first chapter of this thesis will explore the theoretical framework I will be applying to
the text. First, I will survey the “spatial turn” in literary theory, with a specific emphasis on the
evolution of the intersection of trauma and place. This will involve looking at the change from a
solely temporal understanding (which has permeated much of the critical work for Beloved) to
one that also includes the importance of spatiality. This survey of theory will also support my
argument that traumatic space and place need not be physically connected, but rather that a
single place can inform traumatic spaces all over the world. I will then define direct, indirect, and
insidious trauma. By defining these types of traumas, I will be able to provide a comprehensive
and complex look at the overall traumatic space Denver is situated in. Since the various places of
the novel inform Denver’s traumatic space directly, indirectly, and insidiously, each chapter will
look at how a specific place informs and enhances this traumatic space.
The second, third, and fourth chapters will engage in a close reading of Beloved, mapping
the direct, indirect, and insidious traumas and their place of origin. The second chapter will
analyze 124 Bluestone Road and Denver’s direct interactions with her childhood home, which
she has always regarded “as a person rather than a structure” (Morrison 35), a place in which
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direct exposure to trauma has left Denver severed from the world and her own sense of safety.
The third chapter will draw connections of some of Denver’s traumatic spaces to Sweet Home,
the site of her conception and one of the leading antagonizing forces that has caused the current
life she is living in. This indirect connection to Sweet Home, a place primarily fabricated in
Denver’s imagination but with very real effects, has informed her traumatic space because the
past torments of Sweet Home continue to haunt her family. Even though Denver will most likely
never be directly exposed to Sweet Home, “[p]laces, places are still there…[t]he picture is still
there…it’s going to always be there waiting for you” (43-44), that “picture” being the traumatic
space waiting to latch onto Denver. Finally, the fourth chapter will macroscopically discuss the
insidious traumas that have informed Denver’s traumatic space as a result of her being a young
black woman in the Reconstruction era, as the United States continues to be one large “place”
that maintains an insidiousness towards Denver.
By mapping these places and traumas, a more comprehensive picture can be painted of
the traumatic space that has led Denver to be the character she is throughout the first sections of
Beloved. Denver has a fractured relationship with identity, safety, stability, and the world outside
124, all of which stem from the traumas housed in the places of the novel. The traumatic space
created from these places informs these emotional and mental fractures that have broken Denver.
Therefore, the places of Beloved, the locations where traumatic space is produced and Denver
subsequently begins to occupy, have been the primary conduits for the psychological and
spiritual trauma that Denver has suffered with since her birth, resulting in a broken girl desperate
to escape the traumatic space that has “wore her out. Wore her out” (35).
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Chapter 1
Before Denver’s traumatic space can be situated within the places of the novel, a
theoretical framework must be constructed in order to understand how place, space, and trauma
connect in Beloved. This chapter will first define the terms “place” and “space,” referencing
Robert T. Tally Jr.’s critical text Spatiality. Then, theories revolving around the development and
influence of spaces will be surveyed, with an emphasis on how places can create spaces that
transcend physical location. From this defined understanding of spatial criticism, the three types
of trauma—direct, indirect, and insidious—will be defined with a brief survey of some of the
current research on the definitions, causes, and effects of each of these traumas. Spatial theory
and trauma theory will then be woven together in order to develop the concept of “traumatic
space,” the main psychological and spatial chimera device that will be used to analyze Denver’s
trauma as a result of the places she occupies, and the places her mind occupies.
In a shift in leading critical literary theories, scholar Robert J. Tally Jr. has said that there
has been “a recognizable spatial turn in literary and cultural studies” (12). This “spatial turn” is
the term Tally has used to define the new interest in the critical theories of spatiality, a form of
literary criticism that focuses on the places and spaces of our lives. This spatial turn has resulted
in a number of new ways of thinking about place and space, including narrative mapping, literary
cartography, gendered spaces, and the poetics of space, to name just a few of the disciplines that
have received new attention as a result of the spatial turn. Of these various disciplines within
spatial literary theory, Edward Soja’s theories of First, Second, and Third space are a useful
approach to mapping Denver’s traumatic space. But, before these concepts can be fully
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explained, there must be a delineation of the differences of place and space, which are often
inaccurately utilized as synonyms.
For the purposes of this thesis, ‘place’ will be defined as the physical structures,
environments, and landscapes of the world. Place is tangible and can be directly interacted with
by those occupying it. The ‘places’ of Beloved refers to the physical settings of the novel (124
Bluestone Road, Sweet Home, the Bodwin’s house, etc.). The places of the novel, however,
should not be mistaken as just settings. Rather, the places operate as factories powered by
experience, producing spaces that affect the characters not physically, but mentally, emotionally,
and spiritually. This production of space by place is why such an emphasis must be put on
Denver’s connection to the actual place itself, whether there is a direct or indirect connection,
which will in turn demonstrate the multiple ways in which places can produce spaces that
transcend physical location.
To define ‘space’ can be a nuanced undertaking, as decades worth of theorists and
scholars have interpreted space in different ways. For the purpose of this thesis, space will be
defined as the abstract area in which all things exist and move. If a house is a place, then who
lives inside it, how furniture is arranged, how people interact with each other, how they move
through the house, is what is performed in the ‘space’ of the house. The house is a place, a
physical structure; the space of the house is the home, the resulting feelings and experiences that
instill in the physical structure a sense of life. Space, unlike place, is not bound by physical
location. The house of 124 cannot follow Denver when she decides to leave, but the space, the
feelings and memories and experiences associated with the house, follow her wherever she goes.
Sethe describes this concept of space by saying it is like a “picture floating around out there
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outside my head” (Morrison 43). What this means is that space and place are not so rigidly tied
by geographical restraints; rather, a place in one portion of the world could continue to produce
and inform space in an entirely different location.
The connection of place, space, and traumatic space can be made clear by thinking about
the actual production of traumatic space. 124 is a site of production for traumatic space, and
Denver’s occupation of 124 is producing traumatic space as the events of the novel unfold.
However, 124 is being informed by other places in the novel, which in turn is causing Denver to
reproduce the traumatic space housed in those places. Denver never goes to Sweet Home and
experiences the traumatic space that fills the plantation, but she reproduces the traumatic space in
124 through her imagining of Sweet Home and its people. The places of Beloved are informing
each other through their production of space, which is a combination of both the production of
new traumatic space specific to that place, and the reproduction of traumatic space from other
places.
With this understanding of place and space, a key theoretical concept must be defined
that is critical to how Denver interprets and interacts with places and spaces in the novel. Edward
Soja’s theory of “Thirdspace” can be used to put into context the places and spaces of Beloved,
and why Denver’s obsession with “imagined” space prevents her from accessing Thirdspace, or
lived space. Soja’s theory of Thirdspace involves three types of spaces: First space, Second
space, and Thirdspace. First space is the “’real’ material world” (Tally 160), or in other words,
the physical places of our existence. The structure of 124 itself, the physical house you can
touch, is the First space in Soja’s triad. Second space is the “’imagined’ representations of space”
(160). Secondary space is the representations that what we associate with a First space. For
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example, when we think of a home, we think of things like family, comfort, warmth, protection.
Those thoughts are the representations that make up the Second space of a house. Finally,
Thirdspace is “Edward Soja’s term for the blended, real-and-imagined places” (160), only
achievable by connecting First space and Second space. Thirdspace is the space we live in, the
combination of physical structure (place) and imagined representations (space). Both spaces are
necessary in order to be in Thirdspace. Denver’s lack of having a unified First space and Second
space prevents her from accessing Thirdspace, which in turn leads to Denver feeling alienated
and out of place in the novel.
In Beloved, it is Denver’s disassociation between First space and Second space that
causes her to feel like she is out of place. While Denver’s First space of 124 is where she lives
and what should occupy her mind, all she can do is think of Sweet Home, which to her is only a
Second space as she has never been to the plantation itself. Denver’s representations of what she
thinks should be a home do not align with the house she lives in, which has caused her to feel as
though she is trapped and lost in a space she can no longer live in. Denver’s Thirdspace is
deconstructed as a result of her First space and Second space not being appropriately aligned;
Denver is obsessed with the imagined “what could be” rather than the life that is in front of her.
This in turn leads Denver to neglect the possible places and spaces out in the world in favor of
waiting inside 124 “till my daddy gets here” (Morrison 245). With this understanding of Soja’s
spaces, Denver’s obsession with the imaginary, and her disassociation of 124 with her idea of
what a ‘home’ should be, demonstrates Thirdspace shifting into an occupiable “traumatic space.”
With the specific theories and concepts of spatiality that will be used in this thesis now
defined, the second theoretical lens—trauma theory—which is a vast and multifaceted discipline,
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must be defined and narrowed for the scope of this thesis. Trauma studies are an extensive area
of interest in psychology that have branched out into a plethora of foci in different fields within
the discipline. Included in these various branches of trauma studies are the different types of
traumas, of which there are many. For this specific approach to Beloved, three types of trauma
will be tied into the previously mentioned theories of spatiality—direct, indirect, and insidious
trauma. These three types of traumas are what inform the traumatic space created as a result of
Denver’s relationships to the places around her.
Psychologists Zimering, Gulliver, Knight, Munroe, and Keane define direct trauma as “a
firstorder exposure to the traumatic stressor (i.e., experiencing or witnessing)” (553). What this
means is that there is a direct exposure to the traumatic experience. For this thesis, direct trauma
will be characterized by Denver’s occupation of 124 and the traumatic space produced as a result
of living in the house. The place that will be associated with this direct exposure and interaction
is 124 Bluestone Road. This place is the main setting of the novel, and it is the only place that
Denver has ever known; her experiences within the house have had a direct impact on her
psychological development as a result of the house, which will be elaborated on in chapter two.
The second type of trauma that will be analyzed is indirect trauma, which is “learning
about unexpected or violent death, serious harm, or threat of death or injury experienced by a
family member or other close associate” (APA 463). This type of trauma will be used to define
Denver’s connection to Sweet Home, the bridge between the two being Sethe. Through
understanding Sethe’s traumatic experiences at Sweet Home, Denver falls victim to an indirect
trauma, as the horrors of Sweet Home have created traumas that influence her life in Ohio. The
death of her sister, and the subsequent fear she feels towards her mother, are a direct result of
12

Sethe’s traumatic experiences on Sweet Home. This violence causes indirect trauma to Denver as
she learns to cope with a mother who killed her own daughter. Upon Beloved’s arrival, Denver is
exposed to even more indirect trauma as Beloved begins pulling from Sethe the painful
memories and stories of her time on Sweet Home.
The final type of trauma that will be discussed is “insidious trauma.” In the article “The
Influence of Multiple Oppressions on Women of Color’s Experiences With Insidious Trauma,”
the authors define insidious trauma as being “characterized by multiple lower level, harmful
events that occur throughout an individual’s lifetime” (656). They go on to say that “insidious
trauma is inherently identity-based and directed at those with marginalized identities by persons
who hold power and privilege” (656). Denver lives in a constant insidiously traumatic space as
she shares a relation with a country that oppresses her. This macroscopic place houses an
assortment of insidious traumas that have created a space that occupies every place Denver goes.
As a young black woman living in Reconstruction America, Denver faces insidious traumas that
are fresh off the heels of slavery, traumas that will continue to plague her and her family
throughout their lives, and traumas that affect the entire African American community in
America. This macroscopic view of trauma will demonstrate the extent and power that the
relation of a person to place can have in developing traumatic space.
Throughout the rest of this thesis, the term ‘traumatic space’ will be used to define the
space that is created as a result of the relation between Denver and a respective place. This
traumatic space will be informed by the three types of traumas described earlier, with each form
of trauma being associated to a place in the novel – direct trauma and 124, indirect trauma and
Sweet Home, and insidious trauma and America. These traumatic spaces have caused a variety
13

of psychological and spiritual strains on Denver. By analyzing the places of the novel, the type of
trauma Denver faces there can be identified, and from there the traumatic space and its effects
can be analyzed and discussed. The following chapters will analyze Denver’s connection to these
places and the resulting traumas that are produced in them, the effects of which have had lasting
repercussions on Denver’s sense of self, safety, and stability.
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Chapter 2
124 Bluestone Road is all Denver knows. The house is the pivotal structure in Beloved,
embodied with such life that it becomes more of a character itself than just a setting. This is
made evident when “[s]hivering, Denver approached the house, regarding it, as she always did,
as a person rather than a structure. A person that wept, sighed, trembled, and fell into fits”
(Morrison 35). This personification of the house as a person represents the power that the
traumatic space of 124 has over her, one that transcends physical structure. Denver’s relationship
with 124, the reason that she feels so strongly the “lively spite that the house felt for them” (3), is
because the space of the “home” has been tainted by trauma. Semiramis Yaǧcıoǧlu states in their
article “Re-Membering Dismembered Identities at 'Sweet Home': Reading Space in Toni
Morrison's Beloved” that a house “implies domestic love, and family relations, [which] turn a
space into a home. Yet rooms and houses can also masquerade as homes and become a hell when
they deny any possibility of individual well-being and growth” (125). 124 Bluestone Road is
very much a house masqueraded as a home, a living hell caused by Denver’s direct exposure to
life in 124, which has created a space that leaves Denver feeling trapped and fearing for her life,
both within and outside the house.
From the very beginning of the novel, 124 Bluestone Road is associated with spite, grief,
and isolation. On the outside, 124 was the home of a murderer, in “a town full of disgust”
(Morrison 5) at the troubled history of the house and its occupants. On the inside, even more
turmoil disrupted the lives of the house’s residents as the ghost of Beloved lashed out at her
murderer and the sister that she never met. Andrew Ng points out that “[i]t is important to
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consider 124 Bluestone not merely as a metaphor of a stubborn, destructive past, but as a literal
place whose haunting has to do with how its inhabitants navigate with lived space” (232). It is
important to note that the trauma produced in 124 is a result of the house itself as a physical
structure and those who occupy it. Beloved’s occupation of the space within the walls of 124 was
more than just a metaphorical haunting; it created a nearly tangible feeling of trauma and
sadness. Paul D experiences just how real and powerful the space of 124 is when “[w]alking
through it, a wave of grief soaked him so thoroughly he wanted to cry” (Morrison 11),
highlighting that even to a stranger to the house, who knows nothing yet of the horrors that have
happened within those walls, the traumas of 124 are powerful and affective. When we turn to
Denver, a character who has spent her entire life soaking in the traumas of that place, we can see
the impact that these direct experiences with 124 have on her. This trauma is fueled by two main
causes that are a direct cause of living within the walls of 124: isolation and Sethe.
Isolation becomes a recurring motif in Denver’s story, with Morrison threading silence
and loneliness throughout Denver’s character. Scholar Jewell Rhodes posits that Denver was
“[l]onely, alienated, [and] without a true sense of family in the 124 house or surrounding black
community” (86). For years, Denver has lived alone with her mother following Baby Suggs’s
death and her brothers leaving town. “It had been a long time since anybody (good-willed
whitewoman, preacher, speaker, or newspaperman) sat at their table, their sympathetic voices
called liar by the revulsion in their eyes” (Morrison 14). No one had entered 124, into Denver’s
space, for most of her life. Even when people came to visit, the “revulsion” in their eyes only
further made Denver feel isolated from others. There were “certainly no friends. No
coloredpeople” (14). Denver’s only companionship becomes the very thing that torments the
16

lives of those who occupy 124—Beloved. Without the comfort of friends, of others like her,
Denver is forced to embrace the very trauma that has defined her life, which is the ghost of her
murdered sister. 124 for Denver is not a home, but rather a site for the production of traumatic
space, and the reproduction of traumatic spaces tied to the places outside of 124. This isolation
from the world, and life in the space she has had to call her home, takes a toll on Denver that
comes to a breaking point when, for the first time in years, her isolation is disrupted.
Paul D’s arrival and “exorcism” of Beloved reveals the feelings of damage and loneliness
Denver has kept bottled up her entire life in 124. Denver breaks down after Paul D’s arrival,
crying out to Sethe: “’I can’t live here. I don’t know where to go or what to do, but I can’t live
here. Nobody speaks to us. Nobody comes by. Boys don’t like me. Girls don’t either’” (17). For
the first time, Denver is breaking the silence, crying out for help from the traumatic space she is
drowning in. Life alone has become too much for Denver to bear, and after Paul D dispels the
one companion Denver had in her life, she sheds “[t]he tears she had not shed for nine years”
(17). Denver’s lamentation over her feelings of isolation are further developed throughout the
remainder of the novel.
After her outburst in front of Sethe and Paul D, Denver’s loneliness becomes a defining
trait of her character. From her acceptance of her only companion as a ghost, to her hiding away
from the rest of the world in her “emerald closet,” 124 has turned Denver into a girl who has
come to embrace silence and being alone. Denver makes no real attempt to leave 124: “Not since
Miss Lady Jones’ house have I left 124 by myself. Never” (242-43). Denver has come to accept
the walls of 124 as both tormenter and protector, a paradoxical relationship that leaves Denver
confused as to what exactly a “home” is. All Denver knows, or at least feels, is that she is alone
17

in this world, her only companion her Mother and the ghost of her murdered sister. These
feelings of isolation have a direct impact on Denver, the years and years of solitude slowly
breaking her.
The toll of isolation on Denver is best summarized as “loneliness wore her out. Wore her
out” (35). Denver does not grow up as a typical child; Sethe even confirms this when she says
“’Don’t worry about her. She’s a charmed child. From the beginning’” (50). Living in 124 leaves
her with little to no opportunity to interact with the outside world, with other children her age or
even other people. As a result of this, Denver feels emotionally disconnected from the world; but
because of this disconnection, Denver also learns to fear that which she longs for. These
conflicted feelings of wanting to not be alone, but afraid of what life outside of the comfortable
loneliness she has grown accustomed to, have left her drained emotionally. This paradoxical
relationship with isolation is a direct result of Denver living in 124, and as she grows up,
contributes to the growing traumatic space she is forced to occupy.
However, Denver’s isolation from the world and her occupation of 124 inevitably leads
to the second directly influential trauma that is affecting Denver’s space within the House –
living with Sethe. As Andrew Ng makes clear, “Denver never registers the house as merely a
structure, but intuitively realizes its “humanness” as interrelated to her mother” (234). Sethe
being in 124 is one of the necessary components for the production of traumatic space in 124.
During the same emotional breakdown when she tells Sethe of her loneliness, Denver tells her
the other trauma contributing to her emotional fatigue, yelling “It’s not the house. It’s us! And
it’s you!” (Morrison 17). While Sethe’s presence in Denver’s life should provide a sense of
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safety and comfort, it in reality further feeds the traumatic space of 124. Denver loves Sethe as
her mother, but fears her as her sister’s murderer.
Sethe and Denver’s relationship as mother and daughter is constantly being affected by
Denver’s own underlying fear. Denver is conflicted over her relationship with her mother: “I
love my mother but I know she killed one of her own daughters, and tender as she is with me,
I’m scared of her because of it” (242). Even though Sethe protects and cares for her daughter,
Denver still finds herself questioning the safety of living in a house with the woman who killed
her own daughter and Denver’s sister: “All the time, I’m afraid the thing that happened that
made it all right for my mother to kill my sister could happen again” (242). Andrew Ng supports
this notion of 124 not being a safe space for Denver since the “fracturing of this allegedly safe
space and its transformation into a menacing one” (235) has a definite impact on the residents of
124. Denver has grown up knowing what her mother is capable of under the right conditions, but
with the nature of those conditions a secret to Denver, she is left to speculate what might trigger
her mother to come after her next, leading to a life of paranoia revolving around her relationship
with Sethe.
The intensity of Denver’s fear of her mother is shown by Denver’s lifelong desire for her
father to come and take her away. Denver reflects to herself that “[w]e should all be together.
Me, him, and Beloved. Ma’am could stay or go off with Paul D” (Morrison 246). Denver’s
fantasy about Halle provides her an escape from the fear she feels towards Sethe. While her heart
aches for her father, in order to protect herself, she gives off the impression of a loving, obedient
daughter. Denver thinks that she “spent all of [her] outside self loving Ma’am so she wouldn’t
kill me” (245), implying that her relationship with her mother was out of protection and not true,
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inner love. Sethe herself even confirms this notion of superficial love in a conversation with Paul
D asking her: ‘’What about inside?’” to which Sethe responds “’I don’t go inside’” (55). There is
a mutual understanding between Sethe and Denver that they don’t share the type of love a
mother and daughter should typically share, and they shield their inner selves from each other as
a form of protection. This reveals the devastating impact life in 124 has had on Denver; a life
where fear has driven her to use superficial love as a form of protection so her mother won’t hurt
her, physically or emotionally.
The two traumas directly impacting Denver’s space in 124 are intrinsically connected.
Denver lives in isolation because of Sethe, out of both fear and because of their reputation within
the town, but Denver also chooses this isolation in order to protect herself from Sethe. By
pretending to truly and solely love Sethe, Denver thinks she is protecting herself. Since the
reasons for Beloved’s murder are kept from Denver, she is forced to imagine the cause of her
mother’s behavior. Denver settles on the belief that “[w]hatever it is, it comes from outside this
house, outside the yard, and it can come right on in the yard if it wants to. So I never leave the
house and I watch over the yard, so it can’t happen again and my mother won’t have to kill me
too” (242). Embracing the aloneness wearing her down is how Denver thinks she will be able to
defend herself from her mother. Isolation is both a trauma and the form of protection Denver
chooses to take on in order to feel safe in a world with Sethe.
Denver’s one respite, the one place where she can feel truly safe, is in the emerald closet.
The emerald closet was “five boxwood bushes, planted in a ring, [which] had started stretching
toward each other four feet off the ground to form a round, empty room seven feet high, its walls
fifty inches of murmuring leaves” (34). Located back behind 124, the emerald closet provides
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not only distance from the house and Sethe, but was also the one place that allowed her to
distance herself from traumatic space. “First a playroom (where the silence was softer), then a
refuge (from her brothers’ fright), soon the place became the point. In that bower, closed off
from the hurt of the world, Denver’s imagination produced its own hunger and its own food,
which she badly needed because loneliness wore her out. Wore her out” (35). However, the
emerald closet is also responsible for furthering Denver from reaching that theoretical
Thirdspace described by Edward Soja. The emerald closet, where Denver was able to foster her
imagination, encouraged the promotion of Second space over first space. Rather than learning to
associate Sethe and 124 as her home, she fantasizes about life with Halle and Beloved. This
causes a disconnect because the First space she occupies (124 Bluestone Road) can never have
the Second space she imagines, as Halle and Beloved (a version of Beloved that is not the
reanimated ghost) are inaccessible to her, yielding the Thirdspace—or the livable space—she
searches for impossible to achieve. This then only furthers her feelings of isolation and aloneness
as she continues to fantasize about a world she can never have, doing so in the solitude of the
emerald closet.
Denver’s decisions regarding her loneliness and how she chooses to love Sethe reveal
just how damaged Denver has become as a result of life in 124 Bluestone Road. This emotional
trauma is a direct result of Denver occupying a space filled with fear and loneliness. However,
this direct trauma is also being influenced by another, less apparent form of trauma. Much of
Denver’s fear of her mother and the outside beyond the house stem from a lack of understanding.
In an effort to protect Denver, Sethe withholds from Denver the struggles she faced while she
lived at Sweet Home. Part of this censorship of information included Sethe’s limited discussions
21

about Halle with Denver, which as described earlier, only led to Denver fantasizing about Halle
and resenting her mother. Sweet Home’s effects on Sethe, and the subsequent decisions she
makes in withholding her past from Denver, results in Denver suffering from indirect trauma as
her imagination begins to fabricate her parent’s history, and the reasons Sethe has done what
she’s done to her family and Beloved.
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Chapter 3
While Denver’s traumatic space continues to grow and develop from her direct
experiences in the house, her traumatic space was already establishing its foundations long
before her birth. Everything that has happened in Denver’s life can be traced back to one place,
one traumatic location whose reverberations continue to shake Denver’s emotional and mental
stability, even though she’s never been there. Sweet Home plantation, the location of her
conception, is a place intrinsically tied to Denver’s traumatic space. Much like direct experience
informs Denver’s growing traumatic space, indirect experiences that her family have suffered
also inform Denver’s space. Indirect trauma, which is learning of “death, serious harm, or threat
of death or injury experienced by a family member or other close associate” (APA 463), has
lasting implications on Denver’s development of relationships to her mother and resurrected
sister. Sethe’s experiences at Sweet Home undeniably help to produce Denver’s traumatic space,
as well as the death of her sister which was fueled by Sethe’s fear of Sweet Home. While Denver
may have never physically been to Sweet Home or experienced the horrors that haunt Sethe, she
becomes indirectly exposed to the trauma through her interactions with Beloved and Sethe. The
International Society for Traumatic Stress Studies says that “[a]nyone who encounters trauma
survivors empathically and is committed to helping them may be affected by indirect or vicarious
trauma” (ISTSS 3), and Denver’s interactions with Sethe, and especially the close bond she
develops with Beloved, are what cause Denver’s indirect exposure to the traumas of Sweet
Home. While Sweet Home is constructed only in the imagination for Denver, this imagined
space still plays a large role in the production of traumatic space in Denver’s life.
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Sweet Home, “rolling, rolling, rolling out before [Sethe’s] eyes. . .in shameless beauty” is
the place where Denver’s traumatic space originated (Morrison 7). The Garner’s plantation
became a living hell for Sethe and the other slaves on the farm, and the torment they endured at
the hands of School Teacher. Life as a slave has lasting, devastating effects on everyone who
lived there. For Sethe, thinking about or speaking about Sweet Home was a heavy toll, because
“every mention of her past life hurt. Everything in it was painful or lost” (69). This is why Sethe
instead chooses to embrace silence when confronted by Denver about Sweet Home. Jewell
Rhodes offers an insightful hypothesis that connects Sethe’s motivation for maintaining silence
with the places of the novel. Rhodes write that “the house she lives in, 124 on Bluestone Road,
would seem to offer the perfect trigger—the ghost of the daughter she murdered while trying to
escape slavery” (78). For Sethe, within the walls of 124 live the traumas of Sweet Home, the
effects of that space literally haunting her life and could force her to confront those painful
memories if she gives them power by talking about them and reproducing that traumatic space.
This in turn could cause Denver to indirectly reproduce the traumatic space of Sweet Home. By
withholding Sweet Home from Denver, Sethe is preventing Denver from learning about her past,
the reasons her father was never in her life, why her brothers left, and why her mother murdered
her older sister. Sweet Home becomes “a gleaming, powerful world made more so by Denver’s
absence from it. Not being in it, she hated it” (Morrison 74).
Since Denver has no access to Sweet Home physically, the place exists entirely as a
Second space in her mind, an imagined representation of what the place could be. While it is in
Denver’s best interest to not be able to access the First space of Sweet Home, Denver’s fixation
on learning about Sweet Home, and in essence the story of her family which might provide
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context to her current life, makes her spend a lot of time imagining the Second space of Sweet
Home. Denver’s imaginative space has always been her safe space, which she fostered in places
like the emerald closet. However, the imaginative space she tries to develop for Sweet Home
creates a yearning for answers, ones that Sethe will not provide her.
Throughout the novel, Denver repeatedly vents her frustrations with Sethe’s withholding
of Sweet Home from her. “Her mother had secrets—things she wouldn’t tell; things she halfway
told” (45). Denver “hated the stories her mother told that did not concern herself” (74) because
Denver was desperate to collect the scraps of Sethe’s life that may help to put Denver’s life in
context. By understanding who the people of Sweet Home were, Denver may be able to come to
terms with why her mother has done what she’s done, things that have made Denver fear for her
own life living alone with her mother. But to Sethe, “[i]t was not a story to be told” (324). Sethe
explains to Denver why she has chosen to isolate Denver from Sweet Home, saying “’Where I
was before I came here, that place is real. It’s never going away. Even if the whole farm—every
tree and grass blade of it dies. The picture is still there and what’s more, if you go there—you
who never was there—if you go there and stand in the place where it was, it will happen again; it
will be there for you, waiting for you’” (43-44). What this quote highlights is that Sweet Home is
a traumatic place producing traumatic space, and this traumatic space can be reproduced in other
places. Sethe’s fear of this reproduction of traumatic space in 124 is her motivator for everything
she has done in an effort to “protect” all her children. However, as Andrew Ng posits, one of the
reasons that trauma lives on in 124 as a result of Sweet Home is that “it is due, ironically, to her
repudiation of that trauma by avoiding any discussion of it” (237). By not confronting the
traumas of Sweet Home, Sethe is letting them fester in her psyche, and her coping mechanism
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for handling this—which is her silence towards Denver—begins reproducing the traumatic space
of Sweet Home in 124 and producing even more traumatic space as Denver grows frustrated
with her mother.
Sethe’s attempts to protect Denver from the traumas she endured work well for a time,
albeit at the expense of Denver’s feelings of isolation and loneliness. However, over time,
Sethe’s “short replies or rambling incomplete reveries” take a toll on Denver’s patience
(Morrison 69). While life in 124 saddened her, the unknown life of Sweet Home frustrated her.
Shortly after Paul D’s arrival, Denver’s frustration reaches its penultimate point as her mother
and Paul D begin to openly talk about the place she longs to learn about. As Paul D and Sethe
talk about the plantation, Denver exclaims “‘How come everybody run off from Sweet Home
can’t stop talking about it. Look like if it was so sweet you would have stayed,’” to which Sethe
reprimands her for speaking rudely to Paul D (16). With Paul D now in the picture, the
discussions of Sweet Home increase exponentially, only further pushing Denver into resentment
towards Paul D and her mother. These stories that Sethe continues to acknowledge “takes on an
energy that permeates the house” (Ng 237).
Even though Sweet Home is more present in 124 now with the arrival of Paul D, it isn’t
until Beloved’s arrival that Denver truly is able to become indirectly exposed to the traumas of
Sweet Home. Beloved becomes the catalyst for the reproduction of Sweet Home’s traumatic
space in 124 when she breaks the silent barrier separating their lives from the “rememory” of
Sweet Home. As Peter Ramos posits in his article “Beyond Silence and Realism: Trauma and the
Function of Ghosts in Absalom, Absalom! And Beloved,” “Beloved's identity also serves to
strengthen her illuminating clarity as the speaker/revealer/judge of a history too traumatic to
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account for otherwise” (60). Beloved enables Denver to finally learn about Sweet Home through
Beloved, because with Beloved, Sethe found an “unexpected pleasure” in Beloved’s “profound
satisfaction” from storytelling (Morrison 69). While Beloved brought out of Sethe the painful
stories and “hurt [that] was always there,” she also brought those same trials and tribulations into
Denver’s life (69).
Through her interactions with Beloved, “Denver was seeing it now and feeling it—
through Beloved. Feeling how it must have felt to her mother. Seeing how it must have looked”
(91-92). Denver’s experience described above demonstrates a display of Denver taking on
indirect trauma. Now that she knows more and does not have to rely on her imagination to
construct Sweet Home, Denver is able to feel those emotions Sethe warned her about, the
rememories “out there, in the world” she was trying to protect Denver from finding (43). There is
a great risk of psychological damage associated with indirect trauma. The International Society
for Traumatic Stress Studies claims that people working with trauma survivors “see the
disruptions in relationships, the harm to survivors’ way of understanding the world, the damaged
spirituality, and the shame, horror, grief, terror, agony, and rage that follow violence and
victimization. As those who work with trauma survivors open themselves to these processes,
their ways of understanding and experiencing themselves, their world, and their own spirituality
are transformed” (3). The effect of this indirect traumatic experience, however, actually presents
Denver with an opportunity for growth. Even though Denver now has a better idea of what
awaits her outside the protection of 124, of the possible traumas she could endure like her mother
did, Denver finds the strength and courage to venture out into the world. While Sethe was doing
what she thought was right by shielding Denver, learning about what the world will be like
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through the stories she hears from Beloved and Sethe better equips Denver to prepare for any
trials ahead.
Aside from Denver’s interactions with Sethe as a trauma survivor, Denver’s growing
relationship with Beloved is another point at which indirect trauma informs Denver’s space.
Beloved, whose death was caused by Sethe’s fear of her family being returned to Sweet Home,
left a lasting impression on Denver. The American Psychological Association has noted that
learning of the unexpected or violent death of a family member can cause indirect trauma in an
individual (463). For Denver, the chances of feeling those indirect effects are intensified when
the perpetrator of the murder was her own mother. This fact ends up causing the fear that Denver
shows towards her mother, the fear that “there is something else terrible enough to make her do it
again” (242), which in turn leads to the direct trauma discussed earlier as Denver learns to
navigate life in 124 with her mother. The indirect traumas caused by Sweet Home inform the
direct trauma found in 124, further complicating the traumatic space Denver occupies in the
novel.
Another result of Beloved’s return and Denver’s exposure to indirect trauma from both
Sethe and Beloved manifests in Denver’s complete devotion, and near obsession, with Beloved.
From Beloved’s arrival at the house, Denver is immediately attentive, handling her care and
keeping her mother away from her while Denver nurses her back to health. Beloved’s presence
in the house, the physical manifestation of the friend Denver believes she has known her entire
life, causes Denver stress as she tries to protect Beloved from Sethe. Due to her own fear and
apprehensions towards Sethe because of Beloved’s murder and the years of secrecy regarding
Sweet Home, Denver feels that “[i]t’s all on me, now, but she can count on me. I thought she
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was trying to kill her that day in the Clearing. Kill her back. But then she kissed her neck, and I
have to warn her about that. Don’t love her too much. Don’t. Maybe it’s still in her the thing that
makes it all right to kill her children. I have to tell her. I have to protect her” (243). Like her own
approach to loving her mother, Denver wants to protect Beloved from getting too close, letting
her love break down the barriers required to survive life in 124. Even through the years of
Beloved’s antics while haunting the house, Denver felt “it would never hurt me. I just had to
watch out for it because it was a greedy ghost and needed a lot of love, which was only natural,
considering. And I do. Love her. I do. She played with me and always came to be with me
whenever I needed her. She’s mine, Beloved. She’s mine” (247). Denver’s thoughts on her
mother, and the consuming fear she feels for her own safety as well as Beloved’s, demonstrates
the immense impact Beloved’s murder has had on Denver growing up.
Indirect trauma is also a contributing factor to Denver’s obsession with imagined space.
Because of what Denver now knows about Sweet Home and the “thing” that it has potentially
instilled in Sethe, Denver becomes obsessed with the imagined figure of Halle she worships in
her mind as “an angel man” (246). Denver fantasizes about life with Halle, a man who has been
completely developed in Denver’s mind through stories Baby Suggs told her, wishing that they
“should all be together. Me, him and Beloved. Ma’am could stay or go off…” (246). Denver’s
preference towards a father she never knew, similar to the preference she feels towards Beloved
as a sister she barely knows, is indicative of the distance Denver has felt forced to establish
between her and Sethe. Halle and Beloved become two critical elements of the Second space
imagining of a home Denver is craving to have. Denver “never let [Sethe] know my daddy was
coming,” and spent her life waiting till her “daddy gets here to help me watch out for Ma’am and
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anything come in the yard” (245). Aside from her fears towards Sethe, Denver’s favoritism
towards Halle is in part due to Baby Suggs sharing details about Halle on Sweet Home. While
Sethe chose to hide her past from Denver, Baby Suggs told Denver about Halle, “[h]ow hard he
worked to buy here,” how “[h]e could look at you and tell where you hurt and he could fix it
too,” and how “he was too good for the world” (245-47). By hearing how Halle endured the
Sweet Home Denver has come to learn about through Beloved, and as a result of the indirect
traumas caused by Sethe and Beloved, Denver finds safety in her traumatic space by imagining
her father will one day come save her.
In regards to Denver’s construction of Sweet Home as containing the desired elements of
what a home is, there’s an implicit irony to the idea of Sweet Home and home. For Sethe, “there
is the ironically named Sweet Home, a place which only evokes painful memories for those who
once sojourned there” (Ng 231), and for Denver too there is that same irony. For Denver, the
name Sweet Home is a fitting name for the imagined place she constructs in her mind. To her,
that place is sweet because its where Halle and Beloved were. In reality, this concept of a home
she thinks Sweet Home houses is really a nightmare. Sweet Home is where Halle was broken
and lost his sense of self; Sweet Home’s School Teacher is the reason Beloved is dead; Sweet
Home is a slave plantation. Denver is unaware of all of this because for Sethe, Sweet Home is a
“story she refuses to acknowledge” (237). Denver is unable to see the irony of Sweet Home that
Sethe and Paul D see as sojourners of the plantation, which ultimately once again pushes Denver
to feel alienated from those living in the house with her.
There’s a complexity to this idea of Denver’s imagined space. Similar to how Beloved
was both the cause and alleviator of trauma, imagined space functions in a similar respect.
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Denver’s imagined space, or her Second space, allows her to escape from the realities of life.
Thinking about life with her father and sister gives her the strength to put up with the constant
anxiety and fear of living with Sethe. However, this imagined Second space is also traumatic
because it causes Denver to obsess over the impossible, and her desire to feed her imagination
with stories is stunted as a result of Sethe’s withholding of information. This paradoxical
relationship with imagined space severs Denver from reality, and it keeps her mind occupied on
the impossible rather than on fixing the problems she actually has to deal with in 124. Denver’s
imagined representations of a home, one where Halle and Beloved are present, are disconnected
from the First space of 124 and the traumas Denver associates with it, which is why Denver is
never able to achieve a livable Thirdspace that could provide her comfort, security, and stability
in 124.
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Chapter 4
While Denver has spent most of her life in 124, outside the walls of the house, the United
States was fostering an environment that allowed for trauma to instill itself into the experience of
an entire people. The legacy of slavery following the Civil War, the lasting communal trauma
created as a result of violent and demeaning oppression, leaves a lasting impact on the social
structure of the United States. These traumas are insidious, a form of trauma that is a
“relentlessly insinuating form of malice,” affecting individuals constantly throughout their lives
(Cates 38). Denver, a young black woman living during Reconstruction, is exposed to an array of
insidious traumas for just being who she is, regardless of what she has done. From the lasting
effects of slavery on the Black community, to the constant threat of racially charged violence,
and to the inherent racial divide and hatred intrinsic to society at the time, the insidious traumas
help construct Denver’s traumatic space long before she decides to finally embrace the world
outside 124. The true devastation of insidious trauma, as compared to the direct and indirect
trauma informing Denver’s traumatic space, is that insidious trauma will always be present in
Denver’s life, and will affect virtually every experience she will have in her life. This is the
legacy of slavery, and it instills an intrinsic insidiousness in the United States as a whole.
The political and social climate of the United States during Beloved is critical in
understanding the various insidious traumas that inform Denver’s space. The events of the novel
span over a decade; however, the present narrative Denver navigates takes place in the 1870s,
not long after the end of the Civil War and the abolishment of slavery. Nevertheless, even after
the end of the war, racially charged tensions and the reverberations of the institution of slavery
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left permanent cracks in a recovering country. As Stamp Paid notes, “The War had been over
four or five years then, but nobody white or black seemed to know it” (63). Violence,
discrimination, and a general malice towards African Americans still permeated the United
States. The article “The Legacy of Slavery in Beloved” supports this, with Mareeswari writing
that “[t]he novel is set after the end of the Civil War, during the period of so-called
Reconstruction (1865-77), when a great deal of random violence was let loose upon blacks”
(148). In addition to the societal turmoil, another important political convention during the time
period of Beloved was the Fugitive Slave Act of 1850. This new law required citizens to
participate in the recapturing of slaves, and “[t]he bill required that any federal marshal or deputy
that did not assist a slave owner in pursuit of a slave could be fined $1,000. Any person assisting
a slave could be issued a $1,000 fine and imprisoned for up to six months. The slave owner could
also claim up to $1,000 for each slave that escaped due to the aid of the abolitionist who would
then be responsible for the total amount” (Priebe). This act was what allowed School Teacher
to track down Sethe at 124, which was the cause of Beloved’s murder. As P eter Ramos
notes:
In Beloved, Sethe's decision to murder her own child, as well as the ghost such an act
engenders, both reflect the larger, more encompassing tragedy of slavery—its practices,
consequences, and unfinished history. That Sethe feels compelled to perform such an act
in the apparently free state of Ohio reminds us of just how encompassing the institution
and its attendant policies, including the Fugitive Slave Act, actually were. (53)
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Even after Slavery ended and African Americans were finally granted their freedom, they
were still enslaved by the insidious traumas that would continue to haunt them for the rest
of their lives.
The reason that the legacy of slavery and insidious trauma need to be
interconnected can best be seen in scholar Michelle Baleav’s discussion of
intergenerational trauma. Balaev posits that “a massive trauma experienced by a group in
the historical past can be experienced by an individual living centuries later who shares a
similar attribute of the historical group” (152), which immediately draws a connection to
insidious trauma. Intergenerational trauma becomes a tool for the production of insidious
trauma, as insidious trauma is connected to forms of malice that tend to target specific
attributes. In Denver’s case, the intergenerational trauma of slavery produces insidious
traumas that affect her as a result of her race and gender. Additionally, Denver’s
experience of these traumas does not even have the aid of time on her side to possibly
dilute some of these effects, as she is living just after slaveries abolishment, not centuries
later. Insidious traumas are produced as a result of this intergenerational trauma Balaev
discusses, and these insidious traumas inform Denver’s traumatic space wherever she
goes in the United States.
One insidious trauma Denver faces as a result of slavery’s legacy is the racial
discrimination towards African Americans. While Denver staying in 124 most of her life
offered Denver some protection from direct exposure to discrimination, the understanding of the
power structures in place were clear to her. It did not matter how Denver would act or behave,
there would always be a threat to her living in a society commanded by white Americans, a fact
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she was aware of based on her interactions with other African Americans and from seeing
segregation in action, such as the “colored” day at the carnival she goes to. Characters like Stamp
Paid summarize best the understanding Denver, and all African Americans at the time, came to
acquire.
Very few had died in bed, like Baby Suggs, and none that he knew of, including Baby,
had lived a livable life. Even the educated colored: the long-school people, the doctors,
the teachers, the paper-writers and businessmen had a hard row to hoe. In addition to
having to use their heads to get ahead, they had the weight of the whole race sitting there.
You needed two for heads that. Whitepeople believed that whatever the manners, under
every dark skin was a jungle. (Morrison 234)
This passage exemplifies the racial divide Denver will soon confront as she steps off the porch of
124, the stories of other African Americans’ experiences helping to establish early on Denver’s
understanding of the insidious trauma waiting for her outside 124. Denver has a history of hatred
ahead of her, a barrier that will be nearly impossible to climb over no matter how much success
she may find outside 124.
This insidious hatred makes Denver scared of what might await her outside 124. After
being worn out from the turmoil of Sethe and Beloved’s growing toxic relationship, Denver
realizes solace will need to be found outside of 124. As she prepares to leave 124 for the first
time on her own, she reflects as
she stood on the porch of 124 ready to be swallowed up in the world beyond the edge of
the porch. Out there where small things scratched and sometimes touched. Where words
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could be spoken that would close your ears shut. Where, if you were alone, feeling could
overtake you and stick to you like a shadow. Out there where there were places in which
things so bad had happened that when you went near them it would happen again. Like
Sweet Home where time didn’t pass and where, like her mother said, the bad was waiting
for her as well. How would she know these places? What was more—much more—out
there were whitepeople and how could you tell about them? (287)
Denver’s apprehensions of going out into the world, of exposing herself to those bad places and
the people with the power to hurt her, represent the impact insidious trauma has had even before
leaving the house. Denver understands that while in 124 she can feel at least a modicum of
safety, on the outside, the threat of violence, discrimination, and injustice is constant. More than
that, the ever-present threat of the white man leaves Denver very aware of their potential to harm
her. This excerpt also demonstrates the major barrier blocking Denver’s path to recovery as she
learns to embrace the world outside 124: she only knows the people and places of her home.
Denver does not know what might await her in the world, and with little experience interacting
with others, has no idea how to interact in the social sphere. Leaving 124 means that Denver will
finally have to face these insidious forms of trauma that until now had just been stories told to
her by Sethe and Baby Suggs, and in doing so is forced to see the reality of what life will be like
for her out in the world.
Although entering the outside world brings a host of new potentially traumatic
experiences for Denver, leaving the house is crucial for her to begin to learn to cope with the
traumatic space she finds herself in. In discussing language and talking about trauma as a means
of healing, Michelle Balaev instead “suggests that the talking cure does not always provide a
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remedy for the traumatized protagonist by demonstrating that healing is achieved through
various other behaviors not tied to language, such as direct contact in the natural world” (164).
Balaev’s analysis links together the importance of removing oneself from a traumatic place to
begin healing. For Denver, when she finally heard the stories from beloved and Sethe, language
as a means of helping her understand her trauma, it inevitably did not help heal that trauma.
Denver ultimately realizes that she needs to leave 124 to begin to truly learn how to live with
trauma, and the opportunities outside of 124 to connect with others that is Denver’s only real
glimmer of hope to try and stabilize the fractured life she had been living in for so long.
Having made the decision to finally venture outside the protective walls of 124, Denver
begins to experience the reality of the insidious traumas that she had heard so much about. One
of these insidious traumas is the threat of racially charged violence. Baby Suggs told Denver that
“she was always afraid a whiteman would knock her down in front of her children” (Morrison
246), and that “from her sixty years a slave and ten years free: that there was no bad luck in the
world but whitepeople” (122). Sethe’s lasting scars from her abuse by School Teacher at Sweet
Home, and the stories she hears from Sethe, Beloved, and Paul D, only further instill in her a fear
of violence. As Denver navigates the outside world for the first time, she experiences this fear as
two men approach her on the road. “Denver kept her eyes on the road in case they were
whitemen; in case she was walking where they wanted to; in case they said something and she
would have to answer them. Suppose they flung out at her, grabbed her, tied her” (288). Denver
panics as the men approach her for fear that they may be white, and walking alone on roads she’s
never travelled on by herself, her fear nearly makes her walk across the road in an attempt to
avoid even the possibility of a confrontation with the two men.
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This specific encounter demonstrates that Denver’s sense of safety is at a constant risk
due to the insidious threat of whitemen. Baby Suggs told Denver she spent her life trying to do
the right thing to protect her family, but “[t]he whitepeople came anyway. In her yard. She had
done everything right and they came in her yard anyway” (247). Even in your own home, a place
where you should be guaranteed safety and protection, the whitepeople they have justly come to
fear can destroy that safe space in an instant. Outside of the safety of an actual place, there’s also
a risk of one’s own safety in their sense of self. Denver understood “[t]hat anybody white could
take your whole self for anything that came to mind. Not just work, kill, or maim you, but dirty
you. Dirty you so bad you couldn’t like yourself anymore. Dirt you so bad you forgot who you
were and couldn’t think it up” (295). Denver can never truly feel safe in the world because of her
race, the insidious trauma filling the space in her life that should be reserved for safety. The fact
that Denver may never find a truly safe place out in the world, a safe space like the one she felt
in the emerald closet, is what causes her immense fear of leaving 124.
The search for a safe place to shield her from insidious trauma comes with the risk of
becoming nomadic, an experience familiar to many of the characters in the novel. While Denver
had 124 to call home, outside other African Americans were facing a very different reality. The
United States, both during slavery and after its abolishment during Reconstruction, the country
did not foster a safe environment for African Americans. Stamp Paid summarizes his experience,
one shared by countless others: “Move. Walk. Run. Hide. Steal and move on” (78). Living in the
United States as an African American was a constant struggle for survival.
During before and after the War he had seen Negroes so stunned, or hungry, or tired or
bereft it was a wonder they recalled or said anything. Who, like him, had hidden in caves
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and fought owls for food; who, like him, stole from pigs; who, like him, slept in trees in
the day and walked by night; who, like him, had buried themselves in slop and jumped in
wells to avoid regulators, raiders, patrollers, veterans, hill men, posses and merrymakers.
(78)
In understanding that there truly is no safe place to go, an almost nomadic life becomes
necessary for survival. This is an experience foreign to Denver who has only known stability,
rarely venturing outside the small, closed off world she has surrounded herself in. Denver is
adamant about maintaining stability in her life, wanting things to stay as is and becoming
distraught at the arrival of change in the form of Paul D. Denver’s willingness to risk the loss of
that stability to search for a safe space demonstrates the emotional and psychological fatigue that
has pushed her to leave the life she knows.
There are countless other insidious traumas that will inevitably have impact on Denver’s
experiences as she begins to finally move her life forward. In discussing insidious trauma, Laura
S. Brown and Mary Ballou points out:
As a rule, insidious trauma’s effects are cumulative and directed toward a community of
people. In effect, it encompasses some very “normative,” yet nevertheless traumatic,
experiences of groups of people. Insidious trauma incurred by minority groups usually
starts early in life before one grasps the full psychological meaning of the maliciousness
of the wounds…It does not typically include physical violence, yet leaves a distinct threat
to psychological safety, security, or survival. (240-41)
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Denver’s experiences with trauma up until her exit from 124 are bound solely to storytelling and
her imagination, but now Denver runs a real risk of incurring psychological damage as she
begins to have direct experiences with the fear caused by these insidious traumas, such as her
experience on the road with the two men. Denver’s young age, her feelings of loneliness, and her
unfamiliarity with the world only intensify the psychological risk of being directly exposed to
these insidious traumas. Unfortunately, the reality of insidious trauma is that it is a constant
battle that Denver will fight for the rest of her life, connected and unified with other African
Americans who all face the same struggle. As Balaev argues, “trauma is understood as a
culturally specific event, in which its meaning remains contingent on factors such as a
historically specific moment, or socially ascribed attributes of identity, such as race or gender”
(160). Balaev’s comments on historical significance and socially ascribed attributes is the
unifying thread connecting Denver to those around her, as the entire African American
community learns to deal with the ramifications of slavery and form identities not defined by
enslavement. With this idea of communal healing in mind, while joining the outside world puts
Denver at risk, it may also be her means to learn to cope with trauma. Meeting others outside her
life who share her trauma, rather than just knowing “about several people” (Morrison 286) who
share her trauma, may help to deconstruct the loneliness, fear, and disconnected sense of self
caused by her traumatic space as she learns how to live a life outside 124.
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Conclusion
While direct, indirect, and insidious trauma are all contributors to Denver’s traumatic
space, it is important to note that these traumas are not separate, isolated entities. The lines
separating each type of trauma can become blurred as they all inform not only the traumatic
space, but each other as well. Without the indirect trauma of fear she feels towards her mother
due to the experiences on Sweet Home, Denver would not be dealing with the direct trauma of
living in a house with someone she is afraid is going to kill her. Neither of those traumas could
have existed without Sethe facing her own direct trauma on Sweet Home, as well as the insidious
traumas she must learn to live with as a slave, and later as a free woman. Each form of trauma
has multiple threads that weave together all three types of trauma, which is why the traumatic
space that has been woven for Denver is complex and multi-faceted, making the escape from this
web of trauma an extremely difficult task. In addition, the reproduction of traumatic space is a
constant, permanent risk as the new places Denver will navigate can still be informed by the
traumatic place of 124, just as 124 was informed by Sweet Home.
Another interesting element of Denver’s traumatic space is the duality of the traumatic
places in the novel. Often times, the places (124, the emerald closet, Sweet Home, and the
United States, to name a few) are both a traumatic poison and a cure for Denver. 124 offers
Denver protection and a permanent residence, something many African Americans—such as
Paul D and Stamp Paid—could not find at that time as they continued to be nomads too scared to
stay anywhere too long. However, as the analysis of 124 has shown, living in the house is the
very cause of many of Denver’s traumatic space. The emerald closet, another safe haven for
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Denver where she feels most at “home” by being in an imaginative state, actually leads to more
trauma by fostering Denver’s disassociation with 124 and Sethe by dreaming about Sweet Home
and Halle. The world outside of 124 offers Denver new opportunities, places, and people, but
exposes Denver to first-hand experiences of insidious trauma and racially charged violence and
beratement. This duality of place as both damaging and healing once again highlights the
complexity of traumatic space; unfortunately for Denver, there really will be no safe place, or
space, for her anywhere in the world due to the legacy of slavery and her identity as an African
American woman in the Reconstruction era.
However, there is a noticeable shift in Denver’s character towards the end of the novel, a
shift that puts Denver on a road to recovery. Denver’s decision to leave 124 expands her world,
opening up room for new space to help dilute the traumatic space continuing to fester at 124. “As
Denver’s outside life improved, her home life deteriorated” (Morrison 294). The possibility of
Denver finding the Thirdspace of a livable, true home became more and more distant. Denver
seemingly disconnected herself from the Second space of 124, the idea of 124 as a home, all
together as her role in the house moves from the cared for to the one doing the caring: “Denver
served them both. Washing, cooking, forcing, cajoling her mother to eat a little now and then,
providing sweet things for Beloved as often as she could to calm her down” (295).
In order to save any semblance of a home, or at least the idea of home she has grown
accustomed to, Denver realizes she must leave it or else “there would be no one to save, no one
to come home to” (297). Leaving 124 is a major demonstration of strength on Denver’s part, as
she has had little interactions with the First space outside the house, and the Second space she
imagines out in the world is layered with insidious traumas that leave her with anxiety and fear
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over what could happen to her. However, as Denver soon learns, the Thirdspace she has been
lacking at 124 can be found out in the world, a livable space where she feels she has a purpose.
Denver, “her father’s daughter after all” (296), is fueled by the desire to finally find a
Thirdspace, to blend together her Second space imaginings of what a home and happiness should
be with the First space of a world foreign to Denver, to situate herself somewhere that provides
her purpose. As Denver learns to read, learns to socialize, learns to work to earn money, she
begins to finally learn to define herself outside of 124. No longer is Denver solely surrounded by
traumatic space, but out there in the world, unexpected to Denver, she finds more and more
confidence to become a woman who is independent of 124, and who can learn to live a life
outside of the complacency she felt towards life in the house.
Denver’s decision to embrace the world helps to align her on a path to recovering and
coping with the traumas she grew up with, but just as Sethe tells her, “Places, places are still
there. If a house burns down, it’s gone, but the place—the picture of it—stays, and not just in my
rememory, but out there, in the world” (43). While Denver now has the opportunity to create
new space as her world expands, the traumatic space formed at 124 will always be present. In
addition, Denver will have to learn to live with the insidious trauma towards African Americans
in the United States. As Pauld D, Sethe, Stamp Paid, Baby Suggs, and a host of other characters
have had to learn to cope with insidiousness, Denver too will face that same obstacle as she
learns to live in a country that does not consider her as equal. For Denver, trauma will be
something to cope with, not something she will be able to cure.
These traumas and their haunting quality are the themes at the heart of Beloved, and
Denver’s own traumatic space is a new area of interest that can help expand the discourse of
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Beloved and trauma. As Sharham Sistani notes in their article “To Remember or Not to
Remember: Questioning Trauma of Slavery in Beloved,” “The story of Beloved is the story of
United States. It is the story of collective slaves” (54). Denver is part of that collective story, a
child born outside the chains of slavery but tied to its traumas nonetheless, but with an unknown
future ahead of her in a United States still trying to recover from its shattered sense of a unified
nation. Beloved is the story of a place, its people, and the space they occupy. Denver’s own story
can be seen as a microscopic view of that macroscopic story, and the analysis of her traumas, and
the places and spaces they originate from, helps to identify some of the larger fights faced by the
African American community as a result of the legacy of Slavery. The end of Beloved sees
Denver beginning her journey to regain her sense of identity, safety, and stability in a new world,
battling the traumas of the past. This journey unifies her with the collective experience of
African Americans learning to live in a post-slavery United States, and it is these new places
Denver will discover and navigate that will allow her to make space for more than just trauma.
But, just as Sethe, Baby Suggs, Paul D, and countless other characters understood, the traumas of
the past will never go away; Denver will always find herself situated within traumatic space as
124 continues to cause the reproduction of trauma wherever she goes. Learning to live with
trauma, not heal it, is the sad reality Denver faces as she begins this journey of self-discovery.
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